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Abstract

Death and the anxiety stemming from death awareness have long troubled the
human soul. Existentialism, as a philosophical perspective, seeks to teach
individuals how to confront and accept existential concerns and reduce the
anxiety they feel—particularly regarding death. Within existential
psychotherapy’s phenomenological approach, the novel and its descriptive
structure hold significant value, with many existential philosophers employing
this method to convey their ideas. The present study examines two psychological
novels through the lens of existential concerns and defense mechanisms. Using
qualitative content analysis, the authors aim to reveal how each work’s creator
represents existential themes from differing viewpoints. The findings indicate
that in the novel Salmargi, the primary existential elements are death
contemplation, anxiety, and fear triggered by the encounter with mortality. In
contrast, The Anatomy of Depression emphasizes anxiety surrounding death, the
freedom of choice, and nihilism. Shared features in both texts include a strong
belief in prophecy, religious convictions, dream interpretation, and superstition—
all of which reflect defense mechanisms against death-related fear and anxiety.
It appears that understanding existential concerns and the defense mechanisms
explored in existential psychotherapy can enhance readers' comprehension of
the fictional characters' behavior, facilitating deeper insight into human nature
and action.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introdoction

The present study conducts a comparative
examination of existentialist concepts and
psychological defense mechanisms in two
contemporary Persian novels, Salamragi
by Asghar Elahi and Anatomy of
Depression by Mohammad Tolouei. The
research aims to analyze how existential
concerns of human beings and the
psychological reactions of fictional
characters are represented when
confronting death, freedom, absurdity,
and loneliness. This analysis is grounded in
the principles of existential psychology
and the teachings of philosophers in this
field. The study applies qualitative content
analysis supported by a library-based
research approach.

2. Purpose, Literature Review,
and Method

Contemplation of death and the anxiety
arising from awareness of mortality
constitute the most fundamental human
anxiety. This topic has perpetually
occupied the human mind and psyche, and
religions, philosophical schools, and
psychotherapists have endeavored to offer
solutions to lessen the anxiety that is
provoked by death. Existential
psychotherapy, which is based on
philosophical  teachings  such  as
existentialism and works by philosophers
like Yalom, Sartre, and Kierkegaard,
focuses on teaching acceptance and
proper confrontation with existential
concerns as a means to reduce anxiety,
particularly surrounding death. It appears
that narrative literature’s engagement
with existentialist themes—especially in
novel form, which emphasizes
psychological complexity and critical life
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decisions—holds significant potential for
phenomenological analysis of human
actions.

The theoretical core of this study
considers four fundamental existentialist
components—death, freedom, absurdity,
and loneliness—as the basis of existential
psychotherapy. Awareness of death leads
to pervasive anxiety, prompting humans to
seek refuge in beliefs such as immortality
of the soul, procreation, artistic creation,
religious adherence, and symbolic
meanings. According to Yalom’s viewpoint,
two main defense mechanisms against
death anxiety are “denial”
(exceptionalizing oneself as exempt from
death) and hope in an “ultimate savior”
(finding an external source of security and
meaning). Additionally, human choices and
freedoms place heavy and unavoidable
responsibilities on individuals’ shoulders,
and each person must determine their
own life path and attitude toward death.
This situation creates grounds for anxiety,
dread, absurdity, and existential
loneliness—the most fundamental human
concern. Any effort to create meaning in
life and confront absurdity requires
acceptance of this existential
responsibility.

3. Discussion

The analysis of the novels is conducted in
line with these existential pillars.
Saalmargi centers on the lives and deaths
of three generations, emphasizing the
characters’  overt  anxiety = when
confronting death, including the deaths of
a narrator's mother and father, the
martyrdom of a child (Siavash), suicide,
and even sacrificing a child. In response to
existential anxiety, characters rely on
psychological defenses such as belief in
prophecy, dream interpretation, religious
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convictions, and magical thinking—rooted
in Iranian oral traditions—as well as
artistic expression (writing, painting,
filmmaking). Notably, Iranian cultural
elements—such as references to Imam
Hussein, mythological and religious
figures (like Khidr and Adam), mourning
rituals, and the notion of immortality
through offspring or memory—are deeply
embedded in the characters’ behaviors
and inner worlds. The confrontation with
the death of loved ones triggers intense
existential anxiety, psychological
disturbances (including madness,
hallucinations, and suicidal ideation), and a
persistent quest for existential meaning.

Anatomy of Depression revolves around
death anxiety, freedom of choice, and
absurdity. ~The main characters—
Esfandiar, Mehran, and Pari—face crises of
identity, migration, emotional
breakdowns, neuroses, and the search for
meaning. Each tries to transcend
existential loneliness in distinct ways.
Esfandiar’s desire to migrate, yearning for
freedom, repeated political and personal
failures, revelations, and eventual return
to Iran to die reflect the overwhelming
presence of absurdity in modern life.
Mehran’s failed romantic pursuits and
Pari’s search for love and meaning
reinforce this theme. Their defense
mechanisms vary: Esfandiar embodies
denial through heroism and exemption,
ultimately leading to psychological
collapse; Mehran clings to the “ultimate
savior,” following the loss of his father, he
leans on a close friend, later replaces that
figure, and continually seeks new
relationships to fill his existential void.

Both novels depict writing and art as
therapeutic responses to anxiety and
absurdity. In Saalmargi, the narrator
writes to overcome death anxiety. In
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Anatomy of Depression, characters use
note-writing and fridge-memo journaling
to externalize emotions and preserve
personal identity. Travel—whether
physical migration or mental journey—
symbolizes a search for freedom and
escape, yet ultimately leads to self-
confrontation and  acceptance  of
responsibility.

Another key point is the different
approaches to the concept of freedom in
each novel. In Saalmargi, freedom is
portrayed in socio-political terms—such
as student activism and the pursuit of
liberty—and in personal dimensions,
including emigration, elective abortion,
and the choice of living environment.
These expressions of freedom are largely
portrayed as difficult decisions that entail
the acceptance of responsibility. In
contrast, Anatomy of Depression presents
freedom more as a tension between
predestined fate and individual agency.
Esfandiar, who actively chooses his path
over many years, ultimately becomes
trapped in neurosis and a sense of
personal failure.

4. Conclusion

Loneliness as  existential  distress
permeates both works. In Saalmargi, it
takes a philosophical form—seen in Adam’s
solitude, the narrator’s anxiety, and the
fragility of emotional bonds. In Anatomy of
Depression, urban alienation and fragile
relationships  intensify = social and
psychological isolation. According to
Yalom and Fromm, Iloneliness is an
inevitable and intrinsic aspect of human
maturity. The characters in both novels
respond to this condition—either by
embracing it or by attempting to escape
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from it—through innovative psychological
and behavioral strategies.

Ultimately, both novels vividly portray
characters' confrontations with death,
absurdity, freedom, and loneliness, and
their strategies for meaning-making, from
denial and the hope of an ultimate rescuer
to reliance on religious beliefs,
superstition, creativity, and memory-
writing. Saalmargi emphasizes cultural
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heritage and collective rituals, while
Anatomy of Depression leans into
individualism and pragmatic meaning-
making. The study concludes that a
phenomenological-existential approach
enables a deeper understanding of human
existential concerns in contemporary
Persian literature and reveals how art and
narrative serve as vessels for processing
profound psychological distress.
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